Researchers have tried to understand how information about forest management can influence a person's landscape preferences and aesthetic appreciation, which in large part drive social acceptability. These findings are relevant for fuels management projects, since these projects are often characterized by conflicts between aesthetic and ecological objectives.
Fuels Treatment and Public Opinion
So many decisions can impact the public's opinions and acceptance of various fuels treatments. But fuels management and public perceptions can be a two-way street: The public's perceptions and values can inform fuels management decisions; and information about fuels management can positively affect the public's preferences and attitudes.
The Impact of Information on Acceptance
Researchers have tried to understand how information about forest management can influence a person's landscape preferences and aesthetic appreciation, which in large part drive social acceptability. These findings are relevant for fuels management projects, since these projects are often characterized by conflicts between aesthetic and ecological objectives.
Research has found an increase in acceptance and visual quality ratings for clear cuts when members of the general public see how the forest will look once it regenerates. Yet, while more information might result in better understanding of why a landscape appears the way it does, that understanding does not always mean that people will find the landscape more acceptable. One study found that informing people about insect damage in southern pine forests lowered their preference for landscapes that showed the damage. But when no information was available, participants actually rated the insect-damage scenes higher. Researchers explained this by suggesting that participants liked the orange colors resulting from the damage in the trees.
Public Involvement in Stewardship
Involving members of the general public in ecological stewardship is one way to convey information that can boost social acceptance. For example, local residents who help cultivate native plant communities may be more amenable to ecosystem management.
Cues to Care
Sometimes forest managers can use visual cues in the landscape to convey information that can increase public acceptance. These "cues to care" can frame seemingly messy ecosystems-like those resulting from fuels management-in ways that convey human intention, visually informing people that landscapes are being managed and restored. This display of human intention is especially important when managed forests are adjacent to the wildland-urban interface or other high-use areas. Sample cues to care include mowing the edges of grassland areas, providing wildlife feeders, trimming shrubs, and adding fences or other architectural details.
Developing an Ecological Perspective
Despite a manager's best efforts, the general public does not always perceive ecologically healthy ecosystems and the processes that sustain them as aesthetically pleasing or even as evidence of good management.
